Lesson 07: The History of Blue by Barry, Marie Porterfield
East Tennessee State University 
Digital Commons @ East Tennessee State University 
Art Appreciation Open Educational Resource 
2020 
Lesson 07: The History of Blue 
Marie Porterfield Barry 
East Tennessee State University, barrymp@etsu.edu 
Follow this and additional works at: https://dc.etsu.edu/art-appreciation-oer 
 Part of the Art and Design Commons, and the History of Art, Architecture, and Archaeology Commons 
Editable versions are available for this document and other Art Appreciation lessons at 
https://dc.etsu.edu/art-appreciation-oer. 
Recommended Citation 
Barry, Marie Porterfield, "Lesson 07: The History of Blue" (2020). Art Appreciation Open Educational 
Resource. East Tennessee State University: Johnson City. 
https://dc.etsu.edu/art-appreciation-oer/8 
This Book Contribution is brought to you for free and open access by Digital Commons @ East Tennessee State 
University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Art Appreciation Open Educational Resource by an authorized 
administrator of Digital Commons @ East Tennessee State University. For more information, please contact 
digilib@etsu.edu. 
  
“The History of Blue” is part of the 
ART APPRECIATION 
Open Educational Resource 
 
by Marie Porterfield Barry 
East Tennessee State University, 2020 
 
Introduction 
 
This course explores the world’s visual arts, focusing on the development of visual awareness, 
assessment, and appreciation by examining a variety of styles from various periods and cultures while 
emphasizing the development of a common visual language. The materials are meant to foster a 
broader understanding of the role of visual art in human culture and experience from the prehistoric 
through the contemporary.  
 
This is an Open Educational Resource (OER), an openly licensed educational material designed to replace 
a traditional textbook.  
Course Materials 
Presentations 
The course materials consist of 24 presentations examining art across the globe from prehistory though 
the contemporary art world. These introduce key vocabulary, explore the way that culture and art are 
linked, describe the varying methods and techniques of the featured artists, and encourage classroom 
discourse.  
Reading Lists 
Each of the 24 presentations has an accompanying reading list which provides links to articles, videos, 
and other resources. The reading list is meant to reinforce and clarify information covered in each of the 
presentations.  
Sample Assignments 
A list of sample assignments is also included. Ranging from brief essays to simple art projects, these are 
designed to be completed in a sketchbook to more deeply explore course concepts.  Intended to 
encourage learners to think like artists, art critics, and art historians, assignments emphasize practices of 
creative thinking and artistic method, while reinforcing concepts addressed in classroom lectures and 
required readings. 
 
 
 
  
Copyright Information 
Creative Commons License 
This OER is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International 
License (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0); it is intended for non-commercial, educational purposes. Whenever available, 
images used within this OER are public domain or licensed under Creative Commons. Each image 
includes the individual licensing or copyright information. 
Educational Fair Use 
Due to the nature of the course materials, some of the works of art covered are protected by copyright.  
Images of these works of art are included with a tag stating that they are Educational Fair Use. These 
copyrighted materials should not be printed or reproduced as this may qualify as copyright 
infringement. Images designated as Educational Fair Use are provided in low resolution which is suitable 
for display on the screen but is not high quality enough for printing or reproducing. Whenever possible, 
a link is included to access a higher quality version of the image on museum or educational websites. If 
available, copyright information is also listed on these images.  
Some of the images presented in this OER are marked with a Creative Commons license and include a 
tag for Educational Fair Use, especially works of art that have been photographed while installed in 
museums. The photographs of these works of art are licensed by the photographer but the two-
dimensional works of art are protected under copyright. The images are therefore meant only for the 
purpose of education and contemplation and are included in a low resolution.   
Adopting, Adapting, or Expanding the Resource  
The goal for this OER is to build an educational resource that is flexible enough to address concepts 
relevant to the contemporary discourse and scholarship in the visual arts. For those interested in 
utilizing these course materials, I am providing below some additional information that may be useful in 
expanding, adapting, or reinterpreting the materials. Editable versions are available in Microsoft 
PowerPoint and Word at https://dc.etsu.edu/art-appreciation-oer/   
 
The font used to create the presentations and written documents for this OER is Calibri. 
Finding Additional Readings, Lessons, and Articles 
Smarthistory: https://smarthistory.org/  
Smarthistory is an extensive open educational resource which publishes outstanding essays and video 
lectures about art. The Creating + Conserving section of Smarthistory includes wonderful informational 
articles and videos about materials and processes: https://smarthistory.org/tag/conservation/ 
MoMA Learning: https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_learning/ 
MoMA Learning provides a wonderful selection of essays on works of modern art and also has 
assignment suggestions at the bottom of each section. 
 
KhanAcademy: https://www.khanacademy.org/. 
Khan Academy is an outstanding platform of open educational resources covering a variety of academic 
and scholarly topics. 
  
Trivium Art History: https://arthistoryproject.com/ 
Trivium Art History is a free, online art history book with clean design and approachable descriptions of 
works of art, periods of art history, and fun artist biographies. The Themes of Art section is a nice tool to 
helping students explore works that match their interests. The World of Art section is a useful tool for an 
exploratory World Art sketchbook prompt. The Timeline section is useful, as it separates works of art 
into galleries based on period.  
Introduction to Art: Design, Context, and Meaning: https://oer.galileo.usg.edu/arts-textbooks/3/ 
For a more traditional, textbook approach, there is an Introduction to Art open educational resource 
textbook available. 
Locating Images 
If you are utilizing the course materials and would like to add new images that are public domain or 
licensed under Creative Commons, there are several useful tips provided below for finding images. 
 
The Met Museum: https://www.metmuseum.org/ 
The Met has an option to search for Open Access images within the collection here. Make sure that the 
“Open Access” box is checked. The image license is CC0 1.0, and will be marked OA Public Domain at the 
lower left of the image.  
Google Images: https://www.google.com/imghp?hl=en&tab=wi&ogbl 
Google Images has an option under “Settings” > “Advanced Search” to search by “Usage Rights”. 
Choosing “Free to use share or modify” will allow a search for images suitable for expanding our OER. 
Wikimedia Commons: https://commons.wikimedia.org/ 
Wikimedia Commons is an outstanding resource for finding open source images, with a strong collection 
of works of art. 
Flickr: https://www.flickr.com 
Flickr allows users to specify image licenses on uploaded photographs. Click “Some rights reserved” at 
the lower right of the image to check the licensing. Some images will say “Public Domain” or will be 
licensed under a Creative Commons (CC) license, allowing for the use in an OER.  
 
Smarthistory Flickr: https://www.flickr.com/groups/smarthistory/pool/ 
The Smarthistory Flickr is expansive with images licensed for educational purposes. 
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THE HISTORY OF BLUE, 
PLUS A LITTLE PURPLE
Lapis Lazuli &
Tyrian Purple
Funerary Mask of King Tutankhamun with lapis lazuli eyebrows and 
eyelashes. 
Author: Ahmed Yousry Mahfouz
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: CC BY-SA 4.0
Lapis Lazuli has been an important stone in art 
since ancient times. 
It is used in the eyebrows of King Tutankhamun’s 
funerary mask…
As ancient Egyptians believed that the gods had 
skin of gold and hair of lapis.
Alongside gold, Lapis Lazuli was used extensively in ancient Egyptian jewelry and sculpture. 
Lapis Lazuli Scarab Jewelry from the tomb of Tutankhamun, Author: Jean-Pierre Dalbéra, Source: Flickr, 
License: CC BY 2.0
Lapis lazuli was also important in Ancient Mesopotamia, 
including multiple examples of carved lapis found in the tomb 
of Queen Puabi.
Bull’s Head Lyre with Lapis Lazuli beard, Found in 
the grave of Queen Puabi, Royal Tombs of Ur, c. 
2600 BCE
Author: Mary Harrsch, Source: Flickr, License: CC 
BY-NC-SA 2.0
Queen Puabi’s burial jewelry featuring lapis 
lazuli, gold, and carnelian, ca. 2600 BCE.
Author: Penn Museum, Source: Wikimedia 
Commons, License: CC BY-SA 4.0
Cylinder Seal of Queen Puabi with Impression on Clay.
Lapis Lazuli, c.2600 BCE.
Author: Nic McPhee, Source: Wikimedia Commons, License: CC BY-SA 2.0
The vast majority of the lapis lazuli used to make 
paints came from Afghanistan, in one set of mines in 
Sar-e-sang= the Place of the Stone.
Lapis Lazuli Stone
Author: Luna04
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: CC BY-SA 3.0
Lapis lazuli was later ground to make ultramarine blue paint. 
This was the most expensive pigment to use other than gold.
Lapis Lazuli Stone
Author: Luna04
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: CC BY-SA 3.0
Lapis Lazuli Pigment
Author: Palladian
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: Public Domain
Ultramarine blue was particularly treasured for religious painting during the Middle Ages and 
the Renaissance in Europe.
A synthetic replacement was not developed until the 19th century.
Giotto, Crucifixion
Scrovegni Chapel, Padua. Frescos, 1305-1306. 
Author: Web Gallery of Art, Source: 
Wikimedia Commons, License: Public Domain
Jan van Eyck
Annunciation
c. 1434
Author: National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C.
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: Public Domain
It is used extensively in the gowns of the Virgin Mary in 
Renaissance paintings, such as here in Jan van Eyck’s 
Annunciation.
Looking for the blue gown is a good way to find the Virgin 
Mary in group scene including Lamentation images.
Simon Bening 
The Lamentation
c. 1525–1530
Source: The J.  Paul Getty Museum
License: Public Domain
Digital image courtesy of the Getty's Open Content Program.
The Virgin Mary appears twice in this 
manuscript painting…
Scipione Pulzone
The Lamentation 
1593
Source: MET Museum
License: CC0 1.0
Which of the female mourners is the 
Virgin Mary?
Rogier van der Weyden
Deposition (Descent from the Cross)
c. 1435
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: Public Domain
Which of the female mourners is 
the Virgin Mary?
Johannes Vermeer
Girl with the Pearl Earring
c. 1665
Author: Mauritshuis/Crisco 1492
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: Public Domain
The band of brilliant blue 
around the head of Vermeer’s 
Girl with the Pearl Earring is 
made of a linseed oil binder 
combined with ground lapis 
lazuli.
The Limbourg Brothers used ultramarine blue extensively in their late medieval manuscripts.
Limbourgh Brothers, Très Riches Heures du duc de Berry, 
Source: Wikimedia Commons, License: Public Domain
Limbourgh Brothers, The Nativity, Source: 
Wikimedia Commons, License: Public Domain
The Sistine Chapel includes a 
vast fresco by Michelangelo 
depicting the Last Judgement in 
which the sky is made entirely 
using ultramarine blue, as is the 
drapery on the Virgin Mary.
Michelangelo
Last Judgement
1536-1541
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: Public Domain
The Entombment
Michelangelo
Unfinished tempera painting
c. 1500-1501
Author: National Gallery, London
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: Public Domain
Evidence of the expense of 
ultramarine blue paint is 
visible on this unfinished 
canvas by Michelangelo. 
Notice the large unfinished 
space in the lower right 
corner?
The Entombment
Michelangelo
Unfinished tempera painting
c. 1500-1501
Author: National Gallery, London
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: Public Domain
The kneeling unfinished figure 
in the lower right corner was 
meant to be the Virgin Mary.
Michelangelo is likely to have 
been waiting for the expensive 
ultramarine blue paint from 
the patron to complete the 
figure of the Virgin Mary.
Along with gold, ultramarine 
blue was the most expensive 
pigment.
The Entombment
Michelangelo
Unfinished tempera painting
c. 1500-1501
Author: National Gallery, London
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: Public Domain
Eventually Michelangelo 
abandoned this 
painting to work on…
Michelangelo
David
c. 1501-1504
Author: Yair Haklai
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: CC BY-SA 4.0
Giotto di Bondone. Scrovegni Chapel, Padua, Frescoes, 1305-1306.               Author: Luca Argalia, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
Ultramarine blue paint is used abundantly throughout Giotto’s late medieval Scrovegni Chapel.
Giotto di Bondone. Scrovegni Chapel, Padua, Frescoes, 1305-1306.               Author: Luca Argalia, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
Giotto di Bondone. Scrovegni Chapel, Padua, Frescoes, 1305-1306.               Author: Luca Argalia, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
Why would Enrico Scrovegni commission a chapel full of 
paintings of the life of Christ painted with the most 
expensive pigment available?
Giotto di Bondone. Scrovegni Chapel, Padua, Frescoes, 1305-1306.               Author: Luca Argalia, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
Scrovegni was a wealthy man whose fortune was made through the forbidden 
practice of usury (charging interest when loaning money).
His father Reginaldo Scrovegni was so infamous for usury that he appears in Dante’s 
“Inferno” (14th century epic poem describing Hell) as the prototypical usurer.
Giotto di Bondone. Scrovegni Chapel, Padua, Frescoes, 1305-1306.               Author: Luca Argalia, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
Enrico Scrovegni likely commissioned the church as way to atone for his 
father’s sins as well as to seek absolution for his own.  
(And was eventually pardoned by Pope Benedict XI)
The architectural space of the chapel is simple, with a focus on the painted decoration.
The space is divided into individual scenes by illusionistic frames.
Scrovegni Chapel Exterior
Author: Sailko
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: CC BY-SA 2.5
Scrovegni Chapel Interior
Author: Luca Argalia, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
The walls and ceilings are made entirely of paintings 
(including the faux marble panels at bottom).
Author: Zairon
Source: Wikimedia 
Commons
License: CC BY-SA 4.0
Giotto di Bondone. Last Judgement, Scrovegni Chapel, Padua, Frescoes, 1305-1306.               
Source: Wikimedia Commons, License: Public Domain
Giotto di Bondone. Last Judgement, Scrovegni Chapel, Padua, Frescoes, 1305-1306.               
Source: Wikimedia Commons, License: Public Domain
The entrance wall is covered with the scene of the Last Judgement.
Giotto di Bondone. Last Judgement, Scrovegni Chapel, Padua, Frescoes, 1305-1306.               
Source: Wikimedia Commons (Cropped from original), License: Public Domain
The Scrovegni Chapel’s Last Judgement includes a scene of Hell perhaps depicting the 
exact type of eternal suffering that Enrico Scrovegni was trying to avoid through his 
commissioning of this chapel.
Giotto di Bondone. Last Judgement, Scrovegni Chapel, Padua, Frescoes, 1305-1306.               
Source: Wikimedia Commons (Cropped from original), License: Public Domain
Enrico Scrovegni himself appears in this scene of the Last Judgement, handing over a model 
of the Scrovegni Chapel.
Enrico Scrovegni appears in this scene of 
the Last Judgement. He hands over a model 
of the chapel to the Virgin Mary (center) in 
group known as the three Marys (Virgin 
Mary, Mary Magdalene, and a third Mary 
mentioned in the Gospels).
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: Public Domain
Three registers (horizontal bands) within the 
chapel show scenes of the life of Christ:
Life of Mary, mother of Christ, at the top,
Life of Christ in the middle, 
Passion of the Christ at the bottom.
Author: Jennifer Mei
Source: Flickr
License: CC BY-SA 4.0
Life of Mary
Life of Christ
Passion of the Christ
Author: Web Gallery of Art 
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: Public Domain
Fresco painting is a technique of applying 
water-based pigments over fresh plaster, which 
is used for making paintings on walls.
As Enrico Scrovegni wanted this expensive blue 
to be vivid, he requested that it be applied on 
top of dry fresco (or fresco secco) to preserve 
the brilliance.
Gilding (gold leaf) was also added over dry 
fresco.
The rest of the scene was painted in true fresco 
(or buon fresco), which is much more durable 
as the paint is applied to wet plaster.
Giotto, Scrovegni Chapel, Frescoes, 1305-1306. 
Author: Jennifer Mei, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-SA 4.0
Author: Web Gallery of Art , Source: Wikimedia Commons (cropped from original), License: Public Domain
The artist Giotto abandoned the use of hierarchical scale for naturalistic scale, creating a 
heightened sense of reality in the scenes.
Narrative scenes move from left to right around chapel to recount stories from the birth of the 
Virgin Mary through the Resurrection. Christ generally appears in profile, moving toward the right, 
enhancing the sense of narrative movement.
Author: Web Gallery of Art , Source: Wikimedia Commons (cropped from original), License: Public Domain
Author: Web Gallery of Art , Source: Wikimedia Commons (cropped from original), License: Public Domain
Raising of Lazarus
Giotto’s Raising of Lazarus panel 
in the Scrovegni Chapel is a 
scene of human drama 
surrounding a miracle.
Lazarus is entombed for 4 days 
before Jesus orders for the tomb 
to be opened and for Lazarus to 
come forth from within.
Giotto, Raising of Lazarus, Scrovegni Chapel, Padua. Frescos, 1305-1306. Author: Web Gallery of 
Art , Source: Wikimedia Commons, License: Public Domain
Giotto heightens the 
naturalism of the scene by 
focusing on individual 
reactions among the figures. 
Some figures plead for Jesus’s 
help, others express 
astonishment, while several 
cover their noses as a reaction 
of the smell of death.
Giotto, Raising of Lazarus, Scrovegni Chapel, Padua. Frescos, 1305-1306. Author: Web Gallery of 
Art , Source: Wikimedia Commons, License: Public Domain
Author: Web Gallery of Art , Source: Wikimedia Commons (cropped from original), License: Public Domain
Lamentation
In his Lamentation panel 
at Scrovegni Chapel, 
Giotto focuses on the 
emotions of pain and 
suffering in the figures 
who mourn following the 
crucifixion of Christ.
The Virgin Mary tenderly 
cradles her son.
Mary Magdalene appears 
at Christ’s feet with long 
hair (in reference to a 
story of anointing his feet 
with oil and drying them 
with her hair).
Giotto, Lamentation, Scrovegni Chapel, Padua. Frescos, 1305-1306. Author: Web Gallery of Art , Source: 
Wikimedia Commons, License: Public Domain
The way that the Mary cradles the body of her dead son visually parallels the way in which she 
cradles him following his birth in the Nativity scene. 
Giotto, Lamentation
Scrovegni Chapel, Padua. Frescos, 1305-1306. Author: Web Gallery of 
Art , Source: Wikimedia Commons, License: Public Domain
Giotto, Nativity - Birth of Christ
Scrovegni Chapel, Padua. Frescos, 1305-1306. Author: José Luiz 
Bernardes Ribeiro, Source: Wikimedia Commons, License: CC 
BY-SA 4.0
Giotto focuses on the naturalism of reaction and emotion in the various figures.
Giotto, Lamentation
Scrovegni Chapel, Padua. Frescos, 1305-1306. 
Author: Web Gallery of Art (cropped from original), Source: Wikimedia Commons, License: Public Domain
He fills the sky with mourning, tormented angels writhing in agony.
Giotto, Lamentation
Scrovegni Chapel, Padua. Frescos, 1305-1306. 
Author: Web Gallery of Art (cropped from original), Source: Wikimedia Commons, License: Public Domain
Giotto utilizes composition 
to draw the eye of the 
viewer to the most 
important figures; the 
diagonal landscape slopes 
down to Mary and Christ.
Giotto, Lamentation
Scrovegni Chapel, Padua. Frescos, 1305-1306. Author: Web Gallery of Art , Source: Wikimedia 
Commons, License: Public Domain
Yves Klein
The New Blue
20th century
Author: Lorenzofaoro
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: CC BY-SA 4.0
20th century artist Yves Klein made multiple 
works using the brilliant blue pigment 
ground from lapis lazuli.  
Notice the way a work of art can reference 
history with color?
Can you see the Royal Tombs of Ur here in 
this blue and gold? The buried queen of 
Mesopotamia? The buried kings of Ancient 
Egypt? Renaissance depictions of 
Christianity?
“The deeper the blue becomes, the more strongly it calls man towards the infinite, awakening in 
him a desire for the pure and, finally, for the supernatural”
- Vasily Kandinsky, 19th-20th century painting and art theorist
With what do you associate the color 
blue with now?
Author: Praseodymium
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: Public Domain
Fin                       Bleu
Author: Till Krech
Source: Flickr
License: CC BY 2.0
Tyrian Purple
Above: Bolinus brandaris shell with dried purple pigment 
Author: Tyrargaman (cropped and retouched), Source: Wikimedia Commons, License: CC BY-SA 4.0 
In 532, there was a violent revolt 
against Emperor Justinian in 
Constantinople.
Emperor Justinian I
Author: Steven Zucker (cropped from original)
Source: Flickr
License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
Emperor Justinian I
Author: Steven Zucker (cropped from original)
Source: Flickr
License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
The original Hagia Sophia was burned and 
Justinian was trapped in his palace.
Emperor Justinian I
Author: Steven Zucker (cropped from original)
Source: Flickr
License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
Justinian considered fleeing…..
But his wife Theodora is rumored to have 
said…
Empress Theodora
Author: Steven Zucker (cropped from original)
Source: Flickr
License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
Emperor Justinian I
Author: Steven Zucker (cropped from original)
Source: Flickr
License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
Empress Theodora
Author: Steven Zucker (cropped from original)
Source: Flickr
License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
More specifically, she said to Justinian and his advisors:
“The present occasion is too serious to allow me to 
follow the convention that a woman should not speak in 
a man’s council. Those whose interests are threatened 
by extreme danger should think only of the wisest 
course of action, not of conventions. 
In my opinion, flight is not the right course, even if it 
should bring us to safety. It is impossible for a person, 
having been born into this world, not to die; but for one 
who has reigned it is intolerable to be a fugitive. May I 
never be deprived of this purple robe, and may I never 
see the day when those who meet me do not call me 
empress. 
If you wish to save yourself, my lord, there is no 
difficulty. We are rich; over there is the sea, and yonder 
are the ships. Yet reflect for a moment whether, when 
you have once escaped to a place of security, you would 
not gladly exchange such safety for death. As for me, I 
agree with the adage that the royal purple is the noblest 
shroud.”
Empress Theodora
Author: Steven Zucker (cropped from original)
Source: Flickr
License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
Emperor Justinian I
Author: Steven Zucker (cropped from original)
Source: Flickr
License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
Theodora would rather remain and die an empress (to be buried in royal purple) than 
to flee to survive…So Justinian stayed.
He slaughtered 30,000 of his subjects during the revolt as imperial forces crushed the 
rebels and restored order.
Then Justinian built the new Hagia Sophia
As a symbol of imperial power (and Christian glory).
Hagia Sophia, Author: Adli Wahid, Source: Wikimedia Commons, License: CC BY-SA 3.0
“Royal purple is the noblest shroud.”
In response to Theodora’s statement 
Justinian is said to have slaughtered 30,000 
of his subjects during the revolt.
Sure, he was fighting for his life, but…
Why was purple worth the risk of death to 
Theodora?
Why was purple considered an imperial 
color in Byzantium?
Empress Theodora
Author: Steven Zucker (cropped 
from original), Source: Flickr, 
License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
Emperor Justinian I
Author: Steven Zucker (cropped 
from original), Source: Flickr, 
License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
The manufacturing of Tyrian purple dye was incredibly difficult and labor-intensive. It required the 
sacrifice of thousands of lives of living creatures for its production.
Bolinus brandaris shells, or the purple dye murex, Author: 16:9clue, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY 2.0 
Tyrian Purple Dye was manufactured by the Phoenicians, 
particularly near Tyre along the Mediterranean coast in 
modern-day Lebanon.
Phoenicians were called the “purple people” as their skin 
was stained from working with the pigment.
Ancient Roman Fresco in Pompeii 
featuring ladies wearing purple cloth
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: Public Domain
Vast deposits of the shells have been discovered in the region around Tyre. 
The mollusks lived in deep water in the Mediterranean and were caught in baited traps. To extract the 
dye, shellfish were left to bake in sun then the glands containing the purple were salted and boiled, 
releasing a putrid smell and a much coveted purple dye.
The most valuable cloth was dyed twice to create the richest hue.
Bolinus brandaris shells
Author: 16:9clue, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY 2.0 
Silk dyed using related Hexaplex trunculus pigment from Carthage in Tunisia. Author: 
Tyrargaman, Source: Wikimedia Commons, License: CC BY-SA 4.0
Thousands of sea snails were needed to dye even the trim of a garment, so the purple dye was 
incredibly valuable. Tyrian purple dyed cloth is even listed in some historical accounts of possessions 
alongside stores of gold and silver.
Wearing the color was a designation of status in the Roman Empire.
Use of the dye was restricted to imperial rulers during the Byzantine Empire
Dyed fabric with the 
corresponding sea snail at the 
Exhibit of the Museum of 
Natural History in Vienna
The top shell, bolinus 
brandaris, is the type used to 
make Tyrian purple dye while 
the lower set is a related 
species of sea shell from 
Tunisia.
Author: U.Name.Me
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: CC BY-SA 4.0
Historical accounts suggest Tyrian purple cloth was used to decorate King Solomon’s 
First Temple of Jerusalem.
Dyed fabric with the 
corresponding sea snail at the 
Exhibit of the Museum of 
Natural History in Vienna
The top shell, bolinus 
brandaris, is the type used to 
make Tyrian purple dye while 
the lower set is a related 
species of sea shell from 
Tunisia.
Author: U.Name.Me
Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: CC BY-SA 4.0
Despite the development of various synthetic purple dyes, the conceptual link between the color 
purple and royalty remains today.
Crown, Author: Cyril Davenport, Source: Wikimedia 
Commons, License: Public Domain
Prince
Author: LoveSomeBunny, Source: Flickr, License: Public Domain 
The technique for making Tyrian purple dye was believed to have been lost near the 
end of Byzantine Empire.
The method was not rediscovered until the 20th century.
Above: Bolinus brandaris shell with dried purple pigment 
Author: Tyrargaman (cropped and retouched) Source: Wikimedia Commons, License: CC BY-SA 4.0 

Reading List: 07_The History of Blue 
 
Article on the history of lapis lazuli and ultramarine blue in art: 
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/afghanistans-beautiful-link-to-da-vincis-450-
million_us_5a132ac0e4b010527d677f42 
 
Article on the history and origins of ultramarine blue (specifically as used in the Ruzbihan Qur’an): 
https://chesterbeattyconservation.wordpress.com/2016/05/20/exploring-ruzbihans-palette-
ultramarine/ 
Book resource on color history: 
Color: A Natural History of the Palette by Victoria Finlay  
 
Article on the history of ultramarine blue (including about Michelangelo’s The Entombment): 
https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2015/06/08/true-blue/ 
 
Video lectures about Giotto’s Scrovegni Chapel: 
Part I: https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/ap-art-history/early-europe-and-colonial-
americas/medieval-europe-islamic-world/v/giotto-arena-scrovegni-chapel-padua-c-1305-part-1-of-4 
Part II: https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/ap-art-history/early-europe-and-colonial-
americas/medieval-europe-islamic-world/v/giotto-arena-scrovegni-chapel-part-2-of-4 
Part III: https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/ap-art-history/early-europe-and-colonial-
americas/medieval-europe-islamic-world/v/giotto-arena-scrovegni-chapel-part-3-of-4 
Part IV: https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/ap-art-history/early-europe-and-colonial-
americas/medieval-europe-islamic-world/v/giotto-arena-scrovegni-chapel-part-4-of-4 
Video lecture about Emperor Justinian, including narrative about Theodora and the purple shroud (and 
quote): 
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/world-history/medieval-times/byzantine-
empire/v/justinian-and-the-byzantine-empire 
 
Article about ancient dyes, including Tyrian purple: 
https://hyperallergic.com/406979/the-hidden-labor-behind-the-luxurious-colors-of-purple-and-indigo/ 
 
Sketchbook Assignment: 07_The History of Blue 
 
Choose a color that feels significant (beloved or reviled) to you. Try to be specific when choosing the 
color; for example, choose navy blue, or chartreuse, or Tennessee orange, etc. Briefly explain the 
associations you have with the color and how it makes you feel. Next, write a list of 20 places that the 
color appears. Sources can be from your memory, nature, media, the grocery store, your daily life, etc. 
Look around the world. You may need to make notes about places you encounter the color throughout 
the week. Notice if the places that you encounter the color match the emotional significance that the 
color holds for you. 
